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What is hotlinking and should photographers be worried about it? 
:KLOHSUHVHQWLQJWKHILQGLQJVRIDQLQLWLDOUHVHDUFKSURMHFWDERXWµ'LJLWDO,PDJH&RS\ULJKW
2QOLQH¶TXHVWLRQVZHUHUDLVHGDERXWKRWOLQNLQJ0RUHVSHFLILFDOO\ZKDWLVKRWOLQNLQJDQG
how might it affect photographers who post their images online. These are the questions that 
this article will answer. 
What is hotlinking? 
Hotlinking is when a webpage directly links to and embeds images or multimedia files from 
another website. In the case of images, a hotlinked image will appear on a webpage but is 
actually stored on a completely different site. 
Hotlinking is sometimes referred to as ³OHHFKLQJ´ or ³EDQGZLGWK WKHIW´ or ³LQOLQH OLQNLQJ´ 
What is the problem with hotlinking? 
7KHLQLWLDOSUREOHPZLWKKRWOLQNLQJLVWKDW\RXDUHXVLQJXSVRPHRQHHOVH¶VEDQGZLGWK
Bandwidth is an allowance for the amount of data that can be downloaded from a domain. 
For example, if your bandwidth limit is 100MB and you have  a picture that is 1MB that 
people can download then this can be downloaded 100 times before your bandwidth limit is 
reached. Once the bandwidth allowance is reached / exceeded then the web host may either 
charge a fee for running over the agreed limit or the website may be taken offline. Therefore 
if someone hotlinks to your 1MB image then whenever someone views the hotlinked image it 
is using up your bandwidth. 
It could be argued that with bandwidth allowances being much larger and some web hosts 
offering unlimited bandwidth that it should no longer be a problem. There is however the 
other argument over whether or not hotlinking constitutes copyright infringement. 
Is hotlinking to an image an infringement of Copyright? 
This is a fairly well argued topic but as Masnick (2010) explains, the consensus seems to be 
³1R´+RWOLQNLQJSDUWLFXODUO\ZLWKRXWDFNQRZOHGJLQJWKHRULJLQDOVRXUFHLVJHQHUDOO\
considered to be rude and annoying EXWLVQRWDFWXDOO\DQLQIULQJHPHQWRQDQ\RQH¶V
Copyright. 
There is a simple reason why hotlinking is not an infringement on copyright. The simple 
reason is that hotlinking does not create a copy of the image. The image still remains on the 
original site and is still downloaded from there. If you made a copy of the image from another 
website and uploaded it to your own then that is a different story, but hotlinking is not a 
copyright violation. A good case in point is Perfect 10, Inc. v Amazon.com, Inc. [2007] in 
which it was found that: 
 
³LQ-line linking and framing may cause some computer users to believe they are viewing a 
VLQJOH*RRJOHZHESDJH>EXW@WKH&RS\ULJKW$FW«GRHVQRWSURWHFWDFRS\ULJKWKROGHU
DJDLQVWDFWVWKDWFDXVHFRQVXPHUFRQIXVLRQ´ 
Perfect 10, Inc. v Amazon.com, Inc. [2007] 
7KHFDVHWKHUHIRUHGHHPHG*RRJOH¶VXVHRIKRWOLQNLQJDVIDLUXVH,IKRWOLQNLQJZDVDQ
LQIULQJHPHQWRIFRS\ULJKWWKHQ*RRJOH,PDJH6HDUFKZRXOGEHLQIULQJLQJDORWRISHRSOH¶V
copyright!  When you do a Google Image Search the resulting images are being displayed 
from the source websites. Google has not taken a copy of all of these images and kept them 
on their own servers, as this would be a copyright infringement. So while it might be 
annoying to photographers  and considered rude to see their images hotlinked to on other 
ZHEVLWHVWKHFRS\ULJKWKROGHUVGRQ¶WFXUUHQWO\KDYHJURXQGVWRFODLPDFRS\ULJKW
infringement. 
Steinberger (2013) has some interesting views on how changes to the way Google Image 
Search displays results has led to websites experiencing a drop in the number of visitors. Now 
that Google Image Search hotlinks to the original image, not just a small thumbnail, people 
searching for images can download the original without viewing the whole webpage. For 
photographers selling images online this is potentially a problem since people may simply 
view the image without actually visiting the website where a sale could potentially be made. 
-XVWEHFDXVHKRWOLQNLQJLVQRWDFRS\ULJKWLQIULQJHPHQWLWGRHVQ¶WPHDQ\RXKDYHWR
accept it. So what can you do? 
If you find your images being hotlinked and you want it to stop then you have some possible 
remedies for this. The most obvious is you can contact the website owner and ask them to 
stop hotlinking or at least credit the image and perhaps provide a hyperlink back to your 
original page. The reality is that website owners are likely to ignore the request, particularly 
LIWKH\NQRZ\RXGRQ¶WKDYHDOHJWRVWDQGRQOHJDOO\,WLVDOVRTXLWHDWLPHFRQVXPLQJDIIDLU
if you have had a lot of images hotlinked. 
The most effective remedy is a technical one, often referred to as hotlink protection. Hotlink 
protection works by checking each time that a request is made to view an image, or other 
media, that the request came from the original hosting site. If a request to view an image or 
media comes from another website / server then the access to the request file or media is 
denied. It is also possible to effectively redirect these requests to another image that you 
define. Some people redirect these requests to an image that advertises their site. There are 
also numerous examples of people redirecting these requests to display images that include 
PHVVDJHVDORQJWKHOLQHVRI³6WRSKRWOLQNLQJP\FRQWHQW´VRPHH[DPSOHVDUHOHVV
polite! Steinberger (2013) explains that there are far more advanced methods for hotlink 
protection that include watermarking hotlinked images on the fly and redirected people from 
these hotlinked images to the original source. 
Should photographers enable hotlink protection? 
Photographers should weigh up the pros and the cons of enabling hotlink protection. It may 
give photographers who find this practice particularly annoying peace of mind. On the other 
hand hotlinking might provide an opportunity for promotion of images, particularly for 
photographers that watermark their images with their web address. There are some websites 
that build libraries of hotlinked images that link back to the original source, effectively 
become an alternative to Google Image Search; enabling hotlink protection will exclude your 
images from these libraries. Ultimately professional photographers are likely to want to 
consider whether allowing hotlinking does any harm to their business and results in any loss 
of income. There is not a right or wrong answer as to whether photographers should be using 
hotlink protection, it is just something to consider given the views and circumstances of the 
photographer. 
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